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encourage and provide opportunities for personal and profes-
sional enrichment for everyone in his department. When an old 
friend of his, Shimon Glick, became dean of the Ben-Gurion 
School of Medicine in Beersheva, Israel, Aaron hatched a plan 
to have Yale dermatologists spend minisabbaticals there. After 
Aaron returned from his visit to Beersheva, at least three other 
members of the department took advantage of that opportunity, 
made possible by no personal agenda on Aaron's part, other 
than loyalty to his old friend. We think it fair to say that he did 
not think as deeply about mentoring as he did about many other 
topics. Yet if he deemed you worthy, he would make countless 
introductions and write famously pointed, albeit brief, letters.
Many of Aaron’s peers had long lists of service, scientific, 
and medical accomplishments and institutional honors. What 
set him apart?
First and foremost, the quality and impact of his scientific 
work are unquestioned. His remarkably numerous indepen-
dent scientific accomplishments are well cataloged elsewhere. 
His body of investigation always employed the best technology 
available and always represented solid science, even when the 
silver he found turned out to be platinum.
Second, he had an uncanny, perhaps unconscious, ability 
to identify himself and his professional life with major social 
concerns of the times. Whether this was part of a well-devised 
plan or a fortuitous juxtaposition of internal goals and external 
events, it was there for all who knew him and who were inter-
ested in the characteristics of leadership to observe and reflect 
upon. Those social concerns included the following:
• Color and race. He became recognized as the world’s 
expert on the biochemistry and regulation of skin 
pigmentation at a time when the social realities of color 
and race were being openly, publicly, and painfully 
scrutinized as never before.
• Globalization of science. As an administrator, he was not 
alone in his skillful use of people. But, to advance his 
scientifi c efforts, he became a leader in the globalization 
of the scientifi c enterprise. During the 1950s, others in the 
United States were still suspicious of Asians’ potential for 
quality scientifi c work. However, countries in the Far East 
were sending their best and brightest to this country in a 
determined way to emulate the scientifi c success here. 
Aaron was particularly open to collaborators and fellows 
from Japan and Asia, and that trust was handsomely repaid 
in both scientifi c success and international respect.
• Emergence of professional women. His respect and support 
for professional woman was a given to him but still foreign 
to many of his peers. To use one of his most favorite and 
enigmatic expressions, “It’s obvious.”
The third thing that set Aaron Lerner apart was that he was 
the right person in the right place at the right time to help lead 
and lend credibility to the national movement to raise the stat-
ure of dermatology at elite medical schools and in the larger 
biomedical community. He was one of the outstanding and 
loyal group of internists who were attracted to New Haven after 
World War II by Paul Beeson. Beeson’s biographer has noted 
that Beeson was to the second half of the 20th century what 
William Osler had been to the first half. Many of the individu-
als who passed through New Haven during Beeson’s time were 
to leave for positions of significance and importance elsewhere, 
and they maintained an almost inexplicable loyalty to Beeson’s 
style and high standards. Because of the broad impact of Aaron 
Lerner’s accomplishments as a skin researcher, and because of 
the quality of the clinicians he recruited to populate his own 
section, those peers from the earlier Beeson years could not 
help but be favorably disposed toward the movement to give 
this previously insular specialty greater institutional autonomy 
and national influence.
Aaron Lerner inspired people, not to imitate him or do his 
bidding (although he was certainly pleased to see that happen), 
but to practice his commitment to curiosity, independence, 
quality, and loyalty. It was a rare privilege to interact with such 
a man on an almost daily basis.
Leonard M. Milstone and Ellen B. Milstone
Yale University School of Medicine, New Haven, Connecticut, USA
Training with Aaron Lerner
I feel privileged to share with the JID readership some of my 
training experiences with Aaron Lerner. I met Aaron during 
my residency training at Yale, during a period in my career 
when I was particularly impressionable—and Aaron made 
quite an impression on me! I was fortunate to be training at a 
time when Aaron had time for me. This was during the later 
phase of his career, when he was less encumbered by admin-
istrative and leadership roles and perhaps more focused on 
what really mattered to him. He once told me, “When you 
work on administrative tasks all day, you feel you have been 
productive at the end of each day, but at the end of the year 
it’s hard to say what you have done. When you work in the 
lab, it’s just the opposite; at the end of a day it’s hard to see 
that you’ve made any progress at all, but by the end of the 
year you’ve made an enormous contribution.”
He also once advised me, “It isn’t such a bad thing that 
you live about 45 minutes from work. You can use that time 
to think—you’ll need some quiet thinking time for what you 
intend to do.” These words rang true then and are still with 
me today as I struggle to maintain an active laboratory in the 
face of increasing clinical and administrative responsibili-
ties and dwindling federal support for research endeavors. 
Aaron’s commitment to clinically relevant research, to stick-
ing with the more challenging, less immediately rewarding 
laboratory pursuits for the sake of the greater good, is a pow-
erful and enduring lesson.
In terms of his impact on my training, Aaron’s wise words 
were surpassed by his role modeling. He was never chatty 
with me; every conversation had a purpose, and the same 
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was true of his interactions with colleagues, patients, and 
trainees. Aaron was modest; he never needed to brag about 
his past accomplishments because he was always on to 
something new. He preferred to discuss the “things to come” 
and spent energy tackling the obstacles that stood in the way 
of progress rather than expound on all of the obstacles he had 
already overcome. When he gave presentations, he would 
frequently leave off the MD, PhD, after his name, explain-
ing that this was not relevant to the talk. I believe that his 
modesty reflects an inner confidence, one that permitted him 
to apply a gentle strength to every relationship and circum-
stance. He led by his own actions and by communicating his 
vision for the future in logical, simple language.
One of Aaron’s enduring passions during the time I worked 
with him was vitiligo, specifically the treatment of vitiligo 
using pigment-cell transplantation. He envisioned a future in 
which autologous melanocytes might be safely cultured and 
transplanted onto the vitiliginous areas of patients. He was 
tireless in his efforts to provide this treatment to his patients. 
His vision was broad, not only including the optimization of 
the technique but also trying to put a standardized mecha-
nism in place to allow large-scale handling and culturing of 
the melanocytic cells. He saw anyone interested in assisting 
with these endeavors, including me, as promising and went 
out of his way to foster their careers. When I explained to 
him that I wanted more experience with the transplantations 
before doing them on my own, he arranged for Mats Olsson 
to come over from Sweden to teach me. Mats and Aaron had 
previously worked to optimize the technique for preparing 
the donor-site skin as a single-cell suspension before trans-
plantation. Mats is now one of the world leaders of this state-
of-the-art transplantation technique. This story illustrates two 
features of Aaron’s training style: first, that he always pushed 
the limits, attempting to improve care through applying sci-
ence, and second, that if you were going to learn a new tech-
nique, you should learn in person and from the best!
Aaron was also an exceptional practitioner of dermatol-
ogy. I think that my residency year was one of the last to par-
ticipate in his vitiligo specialty clinic, and I feel very fortunate 
to have seen him in action with patients. Aaron saw many 
patients in clinic, although he would frequently comment 
about how much he had cut back from earlier days. Despite 
the large number of patients he saw, each one left satisfied 
and pleased with the clinic visit. There was never an interac-
tion with patients that seemed rushed; each patient had all 
of his or her questions answered and the treatment plan was 
always clear. With precious few words and a very limited 
period of time, Aaron was able to give each patient what he 
or she needed from the visit. He was always a “gentleman’s 
doctor,” never flustered or rattled by a difficult patient. His 
composure was contagious; he would speak slowly and soft-
ly to patients, never in a condescending way, but always in 
an effort to communicate the truth to them, to give them the 
benefit of his knowledge and experience. In the case of his 
vitiligo transplantation patients, I observed a relationship that 
is seldom seen between doctors and patients. Each patient 
was a precious individual to him, and they loved him for that. 
He gave each one his home phone number, e-mail address, 
and 24-hour access to him. Even after retirement, he main-
tained long-term relationships with most of these patients. 
Longitudinal follow-up was never a problem because he was 
always the first to know of any improvement or worsening of 
their condition. I know that his patients feel a void with his 
passing. As a trainee, I watched his skill with patients in awe, 
attempting to emulate that delicate balance between manag-
ing time and patient’s needs. Aaron was exemplary, not only 
in the science of medicine but also in the art of medicine, the 
indefinable practice of providing comfort and care to other 
human beings.
Perhaps some of Aaron’s skill with the art of medicine was 
derived from his appreciation and creation of functional art 
in life. He would often proudly describe an invention that his 
son had created, proud not only of the creativity behind it 
but also of the function it served. Aaron worked with wood 
“Functional Art,” handmade by Aaron Lerner.
Aaron Lerner with Sancy Leachman and her son, Guy, at Aaron’s home in 
Woodbridge, Connecticut.
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himself, and one gift received from him, a wooden penhold-
er, is proudly displayed (and functioning) on my desk now. 
He also carved a beautiful spoon for me from olive wood, 
obtained during a trip to Israel (see figure). Every time I use it 
to serve a dish, I think of him. These pieces of “art” are sym-
bolic of his outlook and practice of life; he valued the beauty 
of life and brought it to the world through functional forms 
and the progress of medicine.
Aaron was certainly one of the most successful and accom-
plished physician-scientists I have ever known. It is this 
accomplishment, combined with his courageousness, curi-
osity, and kindness, that made him such a powerful mentor. 
I trained with him when Parkinson’s disease was beginning 
to severely impact his daily life, limiting his ability to do the 
things that he wanted to do. I often thought how horrible it 
must be for him, still having all of the intellectual capacity 
and curiosity to tackle the world, with a body that enforced 
restrictions. Despite the frustration he experienced, he always 
kept moving, rarely complaining, and never wavering in his 
intent to keep working for the greater good. His eyes were 
always twinkling with curiosity, and he never stopped asking 
questions, questions that usually neither of us could answer. 
Aaron’s most endearing qualities were his kindness and gen-
erosity, especially with those whom he elected to train and 
educate. He taught in a way that stimulated curiosity and 
encouraged exploration rather than by intimidation. He 
recognized the individual as more than just a resident or fel-
low, as a human being with needs that extended past the aca-
demic realm.
Aaron was supportive of not only me but also of my fam-
ily life. Some faculty members in busy academic programs 
might fear that a pregnancy would limit the capacity of a resi-
dent in training, but Aaron was the first to focus on assuring 
success of both the resident and the family in the face of a 
lifestyle change. When I had a miscarriage during my resi-
dency, it was a personal tragedy for me, creating a mini-crisis 
in my life. Aaron addressed my pain directly, not minimizing 
my grief, not attempting to fix the problem, just listening to 
me and offering to me his quiet hope that this event would 
pass. He invited my husband and me (and later my son) to 
his home, where his wife, Millie, would prepare the most 
delicious salmon you can imagine. He treated my family to 
a trip to Woods Hole, Massachusetts, where we kayaked and 
engaged in wonderful conversation all weekend. He was 
willing to share some of his life with me.
How does one end a dedication to the life of a legendary 
dermatologist? Bob Tigelaar, one of the faculty members at 
Yale who was also instrumental in my training, once asked 
me, “What brought you and Aaron together?” I didn’t real-
ly have an answer to that question—was it fate, a common 
interest, or luck? Looking back now, I see that one of the 
things that most appealed to me about working with Aaron 
was his dedication to exploration. Science in medicine was 
his frontier. He inspired in me, and in all who worked with 
him, a sense of awe at the discoveries made, a sense of 
wonder at the possibilities ahead, and, probably more than 
anything else, the capacity of an individual to participate in 
expanding our understanding. Training with Aaron was an 
adventure in exploring possibilities without being encum-
bered by the inevitable obstacles. His legacy to dermatology 
and medicine will be more than just his own discoveries; it 
will be in the exploration and discoveries that he inspired in 
future generations.
Sancy Leachman
Department of Dermatology, University of Utah Health Sciences 
Center, Salt Lake City, Utah, USA
Aaron Lerner: The Quiet Promoter
I never worked with Aaron Lerner, nor did I train with him. 
But, as did many others, I learned from him in many ways 
and considered him a very close friend and confidant.
I knew Aaron for many years. Throughout my career he was 
the icon of science in dermatology. I was always impressed at 
how interested he was in science that went far beyond his 
areas of expertise. For all the years that I knew him he would 
always sit in the first row of whichever auditorium (large or 
small) to listen to lectures. Rarely, if ever, do I remember him 
asking a question publicly, but he would often ask questions, 
sometime during the ensuing days of a conference.
So much will be written in these pages about Aaron’s 
outstanding science and mentorship. I will discuss another 
aspect of Aaron, one that I witnessed and benefited from 
firsthand: his promotion of dermatology and dermatologists. 
Aaron was so proud of what our specialty had become dur-
ing his career and was pleased that it was Tom Fitzpatrick, 
during their days together in the Army at Fort Detrick, 
Maryland, who suggested that he become a dermatologist. 
He also took great pride in the dermatology training program 
that he developed at Yale, as well as in his outstanding train-
ees (students, dermatologists, and nondermatologists), many 
of whom assumed responsible positions in other departments 
and research institutions throughout the world.
I hardly knew Aaron when in the very early 1980s he 
called and told me that he wanted to nominate me for elec-
tion into the Association of American Physicians. I was flat-
tered that he had sought me out, even though we had no real 
history (and I knew nothing about the organization). After my 
election into this and other professional organizations, he 
began a ritual of calling me at least quarterly and organizing 
for others to be nominated and elected into these organiza-
tions. He took very seriously this responsibility of promot-
ing the specialty by strongly supporting outstanding derma-
tologists throughout the country. I quickly learned that it did 
not matter to Aaron whether he knew these people person-
ally; he wanted to promote all outstanding people from 
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